It is almost axiomatic that a profession should have a unique body of knowledge. This is one of the criteria that have been proposed by writers who advance a set of standards by which to judge a profession. Indeed, what would a profession be with nothing to profess? Our nursing knowledge is a blend of knowledge that is unique to nursing as well as knowledge that is imported from other disciplines such as psychology, sociology, anthropology, and biology. Our unique knowledge was originally established by conventional wisdom and by trial and error. In the last quarter century, however, it has been confirmed through research and disseminated by journals such as Clinical Nursing Research (CNR).
I recently had two experiences that reinforced the dichotomous nature of the attitude to using nursing theory in nursing research. The first was a request for a rewrite of an article that my colleagues and I had submitted to a leading clinical nursing specialty journal. Among the changes requested by the reviewers was the deletion of the nursing theory component because we only used the theory for a conceptual framework and did not "test" it. This is not the first time that this has happened to me (and probably many other authors). Editors and reviewers of clinical specialty journals are presumably anxious to protect the reader from nursing theory in the cause of making the articles more readable. In doing so, are they partially responsible for the lack of nursing theory in articles? Or is it that the authors don't include nursing theory in the first place? We shall never know unless someone does a research project analyzing letters of rejection and/or earlier drafts of articles. Why is nursing theory seen as something superfluous to clinical nursing research? It seems to me to be selling clinicians short to assume that they are neither interested in nor capable of understanding the theoretical basis of their discipline.
The second incident arose when I discovered that an article that colleagues and I had published in Clinical Nursing Research had been selected for analysis of its use of theory. Dr. Jacqueline Fawcett and Dr. Florence Downs, eminent nursing scholars, had done an in-depth analysis of our use of Levine's Conservation Principles in "Boomerang Pillows and Respiratory Capacity" in their book, The Relationship of Theory and Research (Fawcett, 1999) . If the editor and reviewers of Clinical Nursing Research had taken the same attitude as the reviewers in the clinical specialty journal, nursing theory would not have been used in that article. There would have been one less article to illustrate the use of nursing theory in clinical nursing research. Perhaps one article does not matter much in the grand scheme of things, but if it is typical, many articles may be deprived of a theoretical base. The editors and reviewers of CNR deserve congratulations for their foresight in promoting the nexus between theory and research.
As we approach the millennium, we need to think about whether we are really going to develop the relationship between nursing theory and research. I believe that we should foster the linkages between nursing theory and research if we want to improve our knowledge base and advance our professional status. One only has to look at the respect paid to theory in research in physics, with its development of the theories about the basic structure of the atom. Consider the kudos paid to Einstein, the founder of the theory of relativity and Hawking, the well-known philosopher of science. The development of the knowledge base of nursing is, however, far more important than respect and kudos, although the latter flow from the former. If we fail to develop our knowledge by producing theory from research and testing theory by research, we will be a vocation without a discipline. If we are unable to defend our practice and our intellectual territory, we will be the discarded health carers of the future.
It is up to the editors of journals to show the way by encouraging the use of nursing theory in nursing research. Clinical Nursing Research is setting a good example-let us continue to do so into the new millennium.
-Dr. Kathryn L. Roberts
